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Marcellus deployed his Decades in a wide sweep eastwards along the road from 

Magdala to Cana, creating a long, straggling line of men for some ten miles, before 

turning them and advancing south towards the lower flanks of the Horns. Most of his 

troopers were on foot, only the officers mounted on fretful horses who sensed the 

tension of their riders.

Privately, Marcellus considered the whole exercise futile. They were not trying to 

engage a formal army, who could be expected to adopt traditional positions - their’s was

an elusive enemy, who could melt away into the undergrowth, or lie silent and 

motionless in the long grass, or in any hollow amidst the rocks. At any moment, they 

could expect to be attacked from the rear, having passed by their quarry without even 

seeing them. The Zealots moved stealthily, picking off a man here and another there - 

only rarely were they strong enough - or inflamed enough - to risk an all out battle to 

the death. At which time, they literally fought until they were hacked to pieces.

Marcellus kept an eye on the rear, watching for any tell-tale sign which might mean the 

difference between preparedness or annihilation. There was no sign of disturbance in 

the swaying grasses, but that meant nothing. They started to climb the flanks of the twin

hills, the going was tougher and the heat of the day made the exercise a misery for the 

men in their heavy leather armour and metal helmets. They were in full battle gear, with 

shields raised to counter any spear thrust from the undergrowth.

On the left flank, there was a sudden eruption of activity which soon subsided. 

Marcellus reined in his horse and waited until they dragged a man forward. There was 

a look of jubilation on the face of the young Decarion whose men had made the 

capture. The man was thrown face-down on the ground. Marcellus barked.



“Report!”

Tertius Crispus snapped in salute. Marcellus eyed him militantly. He was a young, 

arrogant firebrand who liked nothing better than to throw his weight around with the 

towns-people. Urban Phobius had found cause to discipline him on a number of 

occasions.

“Found him trying to sneak around behind us, Centurion - didn’t stop when we 

challenged him!”

Marcellus nodded.

“Turn him over!”

One of the troopers did so with his foot. The man was quite old and was swathed in a 

worn robe - the sort usually worn by peasants. His face was wrinkled and weathered, 

topped by a mat of unkempt grey hair. He had a straggly beard which was rapidly 

turning from grey-white to red from the trickle of blood oozing from his mouth. He was 

dead. Marcellus glanced at the jubilant Decarion.

“I can see he must have put up a desperate battle, Crispus - especially since you had 

to kill him to subdue him!”

Crispus’ neck started to go brick red. Marcellus looked down at the corpse.

“I suppose he was the leader of the Zealots! He looks a desperate character! “

Crispus answered stiffly.

“I don’t know, Centurion!”

Marcellus continued relentlessly.

“On the other hand, he might have been a shepherd - or someone collecting wood - or 

even picking flowers! Pity you had to kill him, Crispus - we might have been able to ask 

him!”

He waved the waiting line of troopers forward, leaving the crumpled body where it lay. 

He had an unfamiliar thought, it was almost compassion - what a way for an old man to 

end his days - at the hands of some over-enthusiastic youngster, eager for the taste of 



blood! He supposed he should tell someone in the next village and they could collect 

him for burial - and another mark would be put on the tally for reckoning with the Roman

army!

They crept slowly upward on the northern flanks of the Horns of Hattin, without 

encountering anyone who could be loosely termed a Zealot. In fact, they found nobody. 

The old man had just been out of luck. He had been in the wrong place at the wrong 

time - and had met the wrong man on the other end of a sword.

They came into the natural amphitheatre between the Horns and found the Centuries 

from Tiberius waiting. Julius rode forward and accepted Marcellus’ salute. As usual, his 

smile was cosmetic, it didn’t reach his eyes.

“I see you were as successful as ourselves, Centurion Flavius. Our enemy is elusive, 

but it wouldn’t have gone unnoticed that we have scoured these hills and that might 

make them a little more cautious. I advise you to maintain vigilance - especially at 

Capernaum.”

Marcellus nodded.

“Our only contact was an old man on the hillside - he’s dead.”

Julius drawled.

“How very precipitous - he might have told us something. It can’t be helped, I suppose. 

Tell me, what news of their wonder prophet?”

Marcellus knew he was fully aware of the situation.

“He left the district some days ago - and if reports are correct, he’s left Galilee.”

Julius murmured softly.

“It would appear that you are lacking one report, Marcellus. He returned to Capernaum 

this morning - no doubt, you rode out before he walked in. I’d hurry home if I was you, 

the town might be in a state of riot!”

Julius laughed quietly and turned his horse - he called over his shoulder.

“You must come to dinner one evening soon - before Herod returns!”



He didn’t wait for an answer. Marcellus watched him ride out at the head of his 

Centuries and then turned abruptly to begin the long march back to Capernaum and 

whatever situation Grattus Pompeius Erastus might be facing.

It was already past sunset by the time they reached the town. The troopers were in no 

mood to be impeded by the crowds who had started to gather when the news of the 

return of the prophet had circulated. They thrust themselves through and the tardy 

ones were swept to one side by the sheer force of the marching men. Marcellus was in 

no mood for formality, he dismissed the Decades quickly and stalked into the residence.

Grattus was waiting for him. Marcellus forestalled any complaint.

“I see that the prophet has returned - any problems?”

“None, Centurion - the crowds are orderly.”

Marcellus nodded. Grattus enquired stiffly.

“What success, Centurion?”

“Success?”

“With the Zealots - “

“Crispus killed one old man - a shepherd more than likely - otherwise the patrol was 

uneventful.”

Grattus blinked but said nothing. Marcellus continued savagely.

“So - we’ve both had an uneventful - and wasted day! Sometimes I wonder at the 

wisdom of trying to control a population against their will. We are supposedly 

maintaining the Pax Romana - the policy begun by the divine Augustus and continued 

by the equally divine Tiberius - but still we end up killing an old man who was simply 

looking after the community sheep!”

Grattus demurred.

“An unfortunate mistake - “

Marcellus turned savagely.

“I think not! I think Crispus decided he wanted to bloody his sword - and the old man 



was as good as any other!”

Grattus remained silent. Marcellus eyed him wearily, he felt suddenly exhausted.

“Go to your wife and children, Grattus - give them my greetings!”

Grattus saluted and retreated. Marcellus watched him go and turned to the window, 

hoping for consolation from the picture of the darkened lake. He turned again, Aelius 

Verus had emerged from somewhere and was standing watching him. Marcellus 

caught a trace of his expression, before it was replaced by the usual bland mask. He 

wondered how long he had been close by - listening - and to whom he would report the 

conversation.

“What do you have for me, Aelius?”

Verus eyed him without compassion, he sounded weary and disillusioned.

“A few despatches, Marcellus - nothing that can’t wait until the morning. You are aware, 

no doubt, that the Jewish prophet has returned with his followers?”

“So I was informed by Julius Achaicus - it seems he has a better spy service than 

ourselves!”

Aelius’ eyes widened momentarily.

“I can look into it, Marcellus - but if you want a good spy service, you must pay for it.”

Marcellus sneered.

“Another demand on the wealth of the Centurion, no doubt?”

“It’s usually for his personal benefit - giving him the edge, so to speak.”

“The edge against whom - his commander, who knows better than himself - or against 

possible rivals?”

“Who can say, Marcellus.”

The Centurion eyed him for a moment.

“I’ll look at the despatches in the morning.”

“There’s one other matter, Marcellus - one of the Jewish leaders asked to see you 

today - I told him to come back.”



“What did he want?”

“He didn’t say - he implied that it was a personal matter.”

Marcellus went over the conversation when he reached his own quarters. If a Jewish 

leader wanted to talk to him on a personal matter, it could only be something to do with 

the girl. It was possible she had cried rape and an outraged member of the local 

community was trying to capitalise on an imaginary situation - in which case, he would 

be kicked out on his backside in the dust! Caution wasn’t the only reason why he didn’t 

send for the girl, Jael, that evening. He wasn’t in the mood to be entertained. He was 

bone-weary and saddle-sore and after a lonely supper, he went to bed.

He woke early and watched the dawn come over the hills across the lake. The cold 

morning air brought him fully awake before Phillus emerged to tell him that his bath 

was ready. It was one of the perquisites of being the Centurion that he wasn’t obliged 

to share his bathing facilities with others, although they were primitive enough 

compared with the baths in Tiberius, which had been built by the loathsome Herod.

He came to his office early - even earlier than his suspect new assistant, Aelius. He 

took the opportunity to search for evidence to support his suspicions, and found 

nothing. It wasn’t unexpected, if Aelius Verus was some sort of spy, he would be very 

careful to ensure that he didn’t leave any incriminating documents to be found.

He went through the despatches left from the previous evening and found nothing in 

them of any significance. They were routine, mundane and not likely to vary the 

boredom of his existence. He toyed with the idea of taking his personal Decade on a 

surprise patrol through the town and decided against it. The random pattern of patrols 

which he had initiated, would be enough to surprise any underhand dealings during the 

daylight hours between the new prophet and the Zealots. So far, this man Jesus had bee

n very careful to tread a lawful path in public - but that was no indication that he wasn’t 

treating with rebels in secret. Marcellus toyed with a few ideas of how he could 

penetrate that inner circle, but the old problem arose - it was exclusively a Jewish 



group into which no Roman could hope to penetrate, let alone win their confidence.

His conversation with Aelius on the previous evening, on the subject of spies had been 

interesting. Perhaps a way could be found to buy a Jewish spy who would be prepared 

to move with the group and feed back any information on their secret activities. 

Marcellus was even more sure now, that there WERE secret activities. The pious 

outward show was no more than a cloak for clandestine activities - and he was 

determined to uncover them!

It was still early morning, when Aelius appeared to announce a visitor.

“The Jewish man who came yesterday is here, Marcellus.”

Marcellus didn’t rise when the elderly Jew was shown in.

“You have business with me - personal business?”

If he thought he would throw the man off-balance by a direct approach, he failed.

“I apologise, sir - I thought to speak with the Centurion Phobius.”

Marcellus stared at him without blinking.

“I would have thought it common knowledge that the Centurion Phobius has left for 

Rome. I have replaced him.”

“I apologise for troubling you, sir.”

He turned to go.

“Stay! Your business was of a personal nature, you say?”

Marcellus rose and gestured to a seat - the Jew looked as if had never seen one before,

 but sat on the front edge. Marcellus was confronted by a man beyond his middle years,

 clad in the usual utilitarian robe of the region, but with a few embellishments which 

meant nothing to him.

“The Centurion Phobius was a benefactor to our city, sir.”

Marcellus’ eyes widened a little.

“A benefactor - in what way - a benefactor?”

“I am Jairus, sir - I am the President of the Synagogue - The Centurion Phobius has bee



n our benefactor on many occasions!”

It was news to Marcellus, Urban Phobius had never given a hint that he was the sort of 

man to endow any institution of the native population - let alone some alien religious 

meeting place! He felt his way carefully.

“In what way has he been your benefactor?”

“Some years ago, our synagogue suffered a disastrous fire, and the Centurion provided 

the funds for us to rebuild and restore what was lost or damaged.”

Marcellus breathed.

“He rebuilt your meeting place!? I find that incredible!”

“But, I assure you, sir - quite true!”

Marcellus stared at him - he looked honest enough - but who could tell with this 

treacherous race!?

“I believe you, of course - but now, you wanted to see him again?”

Jairus hesitated.

“The Centurion told me to return this year, so that he could give a thanks-offering.”

“A thanks-offering?”

“A thanks-offering for the restoring to health of his son!”

Marcellus stared at him, the man didn’t quail under the fierce glare.

“He told me that if he was in his own country, he would have done so at his own temple 

- but since the health was restored here, he wished to do so in the synagogue he 

rebuilt.”

Marcellus had turned to the window over the lake.

“What do you know about the healing of his son?”

He turned again quickly to look at Jairus.

“I know that he was healed by the Master!”

“You call him the Master - you refer to this - Jesus - who is creating an uproar in this prov

ince!”



Jairus nodded.

“As to the uproar he is causing - it creates no disorder - as to him being the Master - this

I have experienced at first hand.”

Marcellus eyed him speculatively.

“I’ve heard your name, I think - Jairus, you say.”

The man nodded.

“I am Jairus - I am well known in the city - “

“It’s not that! I remember a report which stated that this - Jesus - had made some of his 

magic in your house - is that so?”

Jairus stared back resolutely.

“We Jews do not accept magic as being inspired by the One God - we believe it to be 

the tool of the Evil One - and we will have nothing to do with it. Jesus made no magic in 

my house, Centurion - he gave life back to my daughter! She was dead and the 

household mourned for her, but he came and gave her back to us - for this reason, I call

him the Master!”

Marcellus snapped back.

“I call him a trickster, and a charlatan! He pretends to heal but its all a fake manipulation

of the people. I’ll tell you what I believe, master Jairus. I believe that he’s hatching 

rebellion against Caesar and I believe that he’s in league with the Zealots! I wait to 

hear him say one word against the Imperium and we will quickly put an end to his lies 

and sedition. If you have any influence with him, you will tell him that we are watching 

him - and eventually, we will have him!”

Jairus rose and stared back at the infuriated Roman. He wasn’t afraid, although he 

knew he had every reason to be - if this Centurion chose to chain him to a cell wall, he 

could do so at the snap of his fingers.

“I am not a follower of the Master, Centurion - I am the President of the Synagogue - 

but I am indebted to the Master for my daughter’s life. If the opportunity does arise, I 



shall be sure to tell him - or his followers - of your words. I thank you for your patience.”

Jairus retreated to the door, expecting to be detained at every pace, but he was allowed

to escape from the forbidding and glowering Centurion. He breathed a little easier as 

he retreated from the garrison buildings. The Centurion was such a young man - full of 

youth and fire - but that didn’t explain the apparent hatred he had for the Master. Quite 

suddenly, Jairus felt afraid for Jesus. He was firmly in the view of the Romans and no lon

ger simply an irritation to the orthodox teachers in Jerusalem, or the Pharisees and the 

Sadducees - Jesus was now under the eye of Pilate!

Marcellus found himself physically shaking after the departure of the Jew. It was hard 

to say why the subject of the wonder-worker raised such a tide of anger within him. He 

had been unsettled since the incident when Phobius had stood in the front of the crowd 

at Cana, and had sought help for the healing of Lucius. Marcellus had been close to 

them both, and this - Jesus - had looked him in the eye and he had felt himself stripped 

naked. There had been so much in that look, which told him that every fault and vice wa

s laid bare - nothing could be hidden from him. There was something else in that look - 

something he couldn’t define - something known to Jesus which wasn’t known to him - 

and as a result, Marcellus felt at a disadvantage. The look had been repeated on a 

number of other occasions, when their eyes had met over the heads of the crowd.

The last such incident had been when he had seen the Jewish girl with her two escorts. 

He wondered who she was and what brought her to join the mass of peasants who 

surrounded this trickster. From her dress and the fact that she had two armed men as 

escort, it seemed clear that she was of the Jewish ruling class. It was intriguing and 

Marcellus felt a quickening of interest.

Reports from the random patrols continued to flow back to his desk during the day. The 

crowds were as thick as ever around the object of their attentions. They reported 

healings - which Marcellus refused to accept, considering them no more than the usual 

trickery practised by such rogues - they reported listening to everything Jesus had to 



say, but there was no hint of sedition or encouragement to rebellion - on the contrary, 

he spoke of peace and compliance to the laws and rules of society, and a submission to

those in authority.

As the sun began to set, his inner restlessness increased. It was the evenings and the 

night that he dreaded the most. So many evenings, in the immediate past had been 

spent in the company of Urban Phobius and Cornelia. Perhaps the old Centurion had 

felt sympathy for the isolation of his newest officer, and that was the reason why he 

had gone out of his way to entertain him. The result had been that he had been 

virtually absorbed into their family.

In his restless state, it was a foregone conclusion that he should send for the girl. This 

time, he ordered a supper for them both and waited in fretful anticipation for her arrival. 

He knew he was acting irrationally. It was the height of indiscretion for a Roman officer 

to become too intimately involved with one of the local population in a known trouble 

spot. When it came to it, the whole of Palestine was a trouble spot, and he wasn’t the 

first officer of the Legions to take a local woman for his consolation. He confronted the 

issue, not caring to hide behind the pretence any longer, that he was only interested in 

her musical abilities - pleasant though they might be. From the first evening when 

Nymphas had brought her to provide the entertainment, there had been an attraction - 

and - he told himself - she had shown an interest in him - which might have progressed 

further, but for the interruption on the previous occasion. Marcellus took steps to 

ensure that there would be no interruption that evening - giving strict orders that he 

was not to be disturbed on any pretext - other than a visit from Caesar!

The girl came, wrapped as before, in a voluminous cloak. She carried her harp and 

stood motionless, just within the room, while Nymphas retreated.

“I greet you, I’m pleased that you have come.”

“How could I not come, when my lord sends for me?”

“I had no intention to command you to come - after all, you have other demands on your



time - a family perhaps - or a lover!”

She flushed a little.

“I have few family duties - and I have no lover, Centurion.”

“You must call me, Marcellus - much less formal.”

“If my lord wishes.”

“I DO wish - I use your name - you must use mine.”

“You do me honour.”

“I want us to be friends.”

“The lonely soldier who needs a friend?”

“You remembered - last time that was your song - or something like it. You must sing it 

again for me.”

She removed her cloak and as on the previous occasion, she was dressed in the simple

tunic of the local peasants.

“I shall begin, Centurion.”

“Marcellus! - No - rather - tell me about yourself - better still, talk to me while we eat.”

She contemplated him steadily.

“I had no idea you wished to share a meal with me.”

Marcellus’ smile faded.

“I had forgotten - it isn’t permitted for you to eat with someone who isn’t a Jew.”

She laughed.

“That is for the priests - and for old men!”

“I like it when you laugh.”

“And I like it when you lose that grim expression and smile a little.”

“Do you think my expression is grim, Jael?”

“Yes - you look as if you’re about to give me an order!”

Marcellus’ smile became a grin.

“I promise - I’ll work on smiling a lot more!”



Nymphas brought the supper on cue. His remained impassive as he served them. 

Marcellus kept up a steady chatter throughout the meal and Jael responded. His 

feeling of gloom lifted from him like a cloud. She was delightful! He dismissed 

Nymphas for the final time and turned back to her.

“Now, we won’t be interrupted!”

She rose from her chair and picked up her harp.

“You have fed me so well, I might not be able to sing.”

“Then, sit for a while - we can talk.”

“What shall we talk about?”

“You haven’t told me about yourself - you are my mystery woman!”

“There’s little to tell - and perhaps it’s best if a woman keeps a little mystery.”

He laughed again, totally relaxed for the first time in weeks.

“Then tell me a little - all I know about you is your name.”

She sat down once more and let the harp rest on the floor.

“Very well, I do very little, other than to look after my father and three brothers. 

Sometimes, at festivals, I am asked to sing and play - that’s where Nymphas heard me.

”

“These festivals - I suppose they are all to do with your One God?”

The smile faded. She stared back at him.

“Many are, most of our life is woven around the Law and the prophets of our people - 

but some festivals are not so - and it is usually at these that I’m asked to perform.”

“Then we shall make this one of your festivals!”

She picked up her harp again and started to strum the strings. Once again, the 

evocative voice uttered words he couldn’t understand - they could have been a lullaby 

or a love song. The melody was subtle and he almost drifted into sleep. He knew he 

had had too much wine, but it didn’t matter, he relaxed under the spell of the melody 

and the words.



She finished that song and then launched into another before he had the opportunity to 

comment. This was different, the melody wild and the words much more intense. He 

watched her through half-closed eyes. Her face was animated and her eyes wild. He 

felt his blood surging in response.

When she finished, she was breathing heavily. They stared at each other and Marcellus 

felt himself being drawn in by those dark, impelling eyes. He got to his feet, he was a 

little unsteady - he laughed.

“I think I’m drunk!”

She said nothing but put down the harp slowly. He reached out and took her hand, she 

didn’t resist. He turned leading her after him - and then there was a shout.

“She has a knife, Marcellus!”

Instinctively, he rolled to one side, but not before he took an agonising thrust in the 

shoulder. He was dimly aware of a struggle going on around him and then a hoarse 

scream. He rolled away again, as a body fell towards him.

He pushed it away and scrambled to his feet, ready for a further attack - but he was 

alone in the room - except for the body. Someone appeared in the door opening, it was 

Phillus and he looked scared out of his wits. Marcellus snapped.

“Get the guard!”

His slave vanished. Marcellus turned over the body and saw that it was Aelius Verus. 

His face was twisted in agony, he had been thrust through the chest and the knife was 

still imbedded in him. Marcellus stared into the open, dead eyes and knew that some 

unknown person’s spy had saved his life!

Marcellus was given little time to recover from his wound. It was dressed by the 

garrison surgeon, a talkative man who elaborated on how fortunate he had been. A 

little to the right or to the left, and he might have bled to death. Without a doubt, the 

thrust had been intended to kill him.

Marcellus was more concerned with the reality than with conjecture. When the wound 



had been cleaned with wine and oil and bound up tightly so that it didn’t bleed too 

much, he got rid of the garrulous surgeon and called for Nymphas. Phillus appeared 

instead. Marcellus shouted.

“Get out of my sight! I asked for Nymphas - he has some answers to give!”

Phillus fell to his knees and quavered.

“Your pardon, master - Nymphas is not to be found. I saw him take the woman away!”

Marcellus stared at him ferociously.

“If you are lying to me, Phillus - I’ll cut out your tongue!”

The slave wept.

“I’m not lying, master - Nymphas went with the woman!”

Marcellus closed his eyes, he felt a little nauseous. He opened  again abruptly.

“Call the Decarion Erastus - tell him to come here - otherwise, you will tell him nothing - 

understood?”

Phillus scrambled to his feet and fled from the room. Marcellus contemplated the body 

of Aelius Verus. Someone had shut his eyes, but the dagger was still implanted in his 

chest. He cursed himself for letting down his guard. In a Decarion, it might be excused, 

in a Centurion, it was inexcusable!

He wasn’t left solitary for long. Grattus appeared within a few minutes. He took one 

look at the body and focused his attention on Marcellus.

“Centurion!”

Marcellus waved his left hand.

“It’s nothing, a scratch that hurts like Hades!”

“What happened?”

“Aelius got in the path of someone trying to kill me - and paid for it! I suppose it was 

Zealots. They’re already long gone, but send out patrols. You’re looking for a girl named

Jael - and for Nymphas!”

Grattus’ eyes widened. Marcellus nodded.



“Nymphas! If Phillus is to be believed, he helped her to get away!”

“What was she doing here - Oh!”

Marcellus nodded savagely.

“Precisely! Your Centurion allowed himself to be taken in by a beautiful woman!”

Surprisingly, Grattus came to his defence.

“You’re only human, Marcellus!”

Marcellus shrugged and winced, it was a gesture he would need to avoid for a while.

Grattus wheeled around and started to give orders. Marcellus watched him and let him 

do it, conscious that he was on the sidelines. Grattus was efficient and the sort of 

material to make a good Centurion - not a man to be swept off his feet by a pretty face 

and enter into a reckless relationship with an unknown woman!


